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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
Each child is unique with their own strengths, interests, talents, and skills. When a
child enters school, these strengths, interests, talents, and skills are either recognized and
encouraged, or ignored and changed. Oftentimes, children whose strengths do not align
with those that are recognized by schools are labeled as struggling and placed in
academic interventions. This can be stigmatizing and shameful, and often these academic
interventions do not achieve the desired results of catching children up to their grade
level peers. Instead, I believe there should be a mindset shift to focusing on the whole
child; their learning styles, motivators, strengths, interests, talents, and academic needs.
Educators must rethink the one-size-fits-all approach to teaching and learning.
Personalized learning means understanding each unique child and providing them with
opportunities for success.
My research question is: How are struggling, elementary-aged students’
academic and social-emotional learning impacted by a nontraditional, multi-age
learning environment? I investigated this question to determine the impact that a
nontraditional learning environment has on students’ academic and socio-emotional
development. This was monitored in a Midwest suburban elementary school with
students in grades two thru four over the course of several weeks in order to help
educators understand the effects of a nontraditional, multi-age learning environment on
students’ academic and socio-emotional growth.
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Throughout this chapter, I explain how my personal and professional journeys
have fueled my passion for this topic, the rationale behind my desire to study this topic,
and the relevance that this topic has in the present educational realm. By the end of this
chapter, readers should have an understanding of how my personal and professional
experiences have impacted my desire to study this topic. Additionally, readers should
have an idea of the importance that personalized learning has in the field of education and
how it can impact students.
My Journey
Graduating from high school, I knew that I was going to college, but I did not
know what I wanted to major in. Many people told me that I should think about what I
was interested in and then pursue a career related to that. I took many career interest
surveys, and the results did not spark my interest.
My sophomore year of college, I decided to volunteer through a program called
Tutor/Mentor in which I would be tutoring and mentoring middle school students one on
one for an hour each week. My task was to develop a relationship with the students and
help them complete any work they had missing from their classes. I enjoyed being able to
develop a relationship with these students and help them get caught up in their courses. I
found the experience to be especially rewarding. I wanted to be able to get to know
students and be a positive influence in their lives. I wanted to help students feel
successful, particularly students who needed extra support academically. As a result of
this experience, I decided to declare Elementary Education as my major.
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Each practicum and student teaching experience I had, I discovered that the
students I found myself being drawn towards were students who needed extra support
academically and/or social-emotionally because I felt that those students were often
defeated and discouraged, and being an empath, I wanted to help them. It frustrated me to
see students fall through the cracks. I noticed these students would behave in challenging
ways or give up altogether. They lacked motivation and confidence in areas, but would
light up when talking about their interests and passions.
My First Teaching Experience
My first teaching job was at an inner-city charter school. I co-taught both first and
second grade. Many of the students were from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. Some
of them were homeless, or highly transient. Many of these students would come to school
with unmet needs, yet the academic and behavioral demands remained the same. The
school set high standards with the expectation that students should rise to these standards.
However, that was not always the reality. Sometimes students would come to school
tired, falling asleep in class. Other students needed stability and one on one attention.
Each child came to school with a set of needs, and when their needs were not met, it
made it difficult for them to learn. I struggled to meet all the needs of the 25 students in
my classroom. It pained me to know that not all of my students were getting what they
needed and I felt helpless.
I worked around the clock to plan and prepare, yet it still was not enough. I knew
each child needed something different, and one adult was not enough to provide for all
their needs. I wanted better for my students. I wanted to create a personalized experience
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for each individual to ensure their success and allow them to love school. Unfortunately, I
was not able to make that happen. I knew that being a classroom teacher, I would not be
able to give each child as much attention as I wanted to give them. I wanted to be able to
address the needs of the neediest students.
Switching Roles
Soon after, my dream became a reality. I found a role in which I was able to serve
the needs of the neediest students. I switched schools and was able to work as a Title I
teacher, providing extra academic support in the areas of reading and math. I enjoyed
being able to get to know students in a smaller group setting and targeting their specific
academic needs. Students seemed excited to be able to have more individualized
attention. However, I realized that a 20-30 minute intervention was not enough to provide
students with everything they needed.
My Current Role
Currently, I am an Academic Specialist at a Midwest suburban elementary school.
I work with students in grades Kindergarten through fourth, who are considered below
grade level in reading and math. Some of these students have Special Education
diagnoses and Individualized Education Plans. Students are placed into small intervention
groups ranging from two to eight students. Generally, the groups are thirty minutes, five
days a week. I enjoy this role because I am able to focus on specific areas of growth and
develop relationships with students. I have worked with many students for multiple years
in a row, so I have also been able to get to know their families as well. Although I enjoy
these aspects of the position, I have come to realize that this system does not work for all
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students. Many students are far behind their peers academically and/or socially
emotionally. Thirty minutes per day is not enough to fill in the gaps that these students
have. It is difficult for me to know that my students’ needs are not being met. As much as
I have advocated for them, I feel that I am fighting a system that does not set all students
up for success.
Rationale and Importance
Throughout my career as an educator, specifically within the past three years, I
have noticed some areas for improvement within the education system in which I work.
Students who are considered to be lacking skills academically or social-emotionally are
not provided with adequate support to meet their needs. Instead of considering how to
make school fit them, they are forced to try to fit school. In my experience, this does not
work. This mentality fails students. According to Hale & Canter (1998), poor academic
performance is the strongest predictor of dropping out of school. This is alarming.
I want all students to have a passion and excitement for learning. I want all
students to have their needs met. Therefore, the mentality must change. I believe that
schools must begin to look at each individual child and create a learning experience to
meet their needs. My colleagues and I reflected on this and came up with a vision for how
to make it happen. From an academic standpoint, we realized that students identified as
struggling learners were not able to meet grade-level standards with just a 30-minute
intervention. We also realized that there were other factors related to their
social-emotional skills that prevented most of these students from being on grade level
academically. With this in mind, we came up with a prototype for a program. We
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presented our ideas to our principal, and then to district administrators. We were given
the opportunity to pilot our vision for the 2021-2022 school year. I conducted a case
study on this program because I believe that by engaging in research regarding a
nontraditional, multi-age learning environment and its effects on elementary-aged
students’ academic and social-emotional development, I would be able to share my
findings with the larger educational community and advocate for children receiving the
educational experience they need.
School within a School Pilot
We called our model School within a School. Three educators, myself included,
taught twenty-two students in grades two through four, whom we selected based on their
academic and social-emotional needs. Our mission statement was to create a
strength-based, safe, nurturing environment that provides pathways for all learners to
develop academically through their interests, skills, strategies, and attitudes to become
independent explorers, critical thinkers, leaders, and responsible citizens. Our hope was
to help foster independence, self-efficacy, and a passion for learning within our students,
many of whom may have felt negative feelings about themselves, or regarding school, in
the past. We believed this would lead to development of social-emotional skills, which
would help students progress academically. Social-emotional and academic growth were
at the root of the research question.
Case Study
I conducted a case study on this pilot program to determine how a nontraditional,
multi-age learning environment affects elementary students’ academic and
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social-emotional learning. This case study provides relevant research for myself and
colleagues. It is also important to the administrators, school, district, and educational
world. The case study and research will allow for all parties to determine if nontraditional
learning environments may be critical to the success of students. This program is an
example of personalized learning in action. Instead of the traditional approach to teaching
and learning, about twenty five, same aged students, to one teacher, our nontraditional
multi-age learning environment consists of twenty-two students, ages seven through ten,
to three teachers. This allows for more flexible grouping based on need and teacher and
student interaction due to the lower ratio of teachers to students. Through my ongoing
research, I highlight the need for personalized learning for all students, specifically in the
areas of grouping and environment.
Summary
Over the course of this chapter, I have identified my research question, included
my personal and professional journey that ignited my passion and interest in the topic,
and given rationale for why this research question deserves attention.
I explored the research question: How are struggling, elementary-aged students’
academic and social-emotional learning impacted by a nontraditional, multi-age
learning environment? My previous experiences working with struggling learners have
sparked my interest in creating a change in education that will meet the needs of each
individual student. This school year, 2021-2022, I conducted a case study of the pilot
program School within a School to determine if a nontraditional, multi-age learning
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environment had a positive effect on struggling learners’ academic and social-emotional
growth.
Capstone Summary
In the next chapter, I provide a literature review, explaining and analyzing what
other researchers have discovered regarding the topic of nontraditional learning
environments' affect on students’ academic performance and socio-emotional well being.
Chapter three covers the methods used for investigating the research topic. It includes
rationale for methods selected, setting and participants involved in the study, and data
analysis techniques used. This chapter also includes a description of the case study.
Chapter four discusses and analyzes the results of the case study. Finally, chapter five
reflects on the research as a whole, including major learnings, connections to the
literature, implications, limitations, recommendations for future research, and how
findings will be communicated.
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CHAPTER TWO
Literature Review
The goal of this chapter is to review the literature relating to major themes
pertaining to my research question: How are struggling, elementary-aged students’
academic and social-emotional learning impacted by a nontraditional, multi-age
learning environment? The literature review examines, analyzes, and synthesizes the
previous research regarding struggling learners, academic performance, social-emotional
learning, and learning environment in order to provide context for the research question.
The first section of the literature review explores the concept of struggling
learners; specifically how teachers play a role in supporting struggling learners, academic
strategies employed to help support struggling learners, and the influence that motivation
has on struggling learners’ academic performance and how to increase it.
The next section discusses academic performance; specifically how different
factors affect it. The third and fourth sections review literature related to social-emotional
learning and the learning environment. Social-emotional learning will be defined and the
benefits will be explained. The learning environment section will discuss the overall
climate, and what research has found regarding optimal learning environments. As well
as what a multiage learning environment is, and the benefits and obstacles that come with
it.
Struggling Learners
According to the Minnesota Department of Education (2022), 55% of Minnesota
third-grade students were proficient in reading according to state test scores in 2019. This
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means that 45% of third graders in 2019 were not proficient readers according to
standardized test data. These students are probably considered below grade level, or
struggling learners. To better assist struggling learners, educators must understand why
they struggle. According to Rasinski (2017), poverty has been shown to have a
correlation with reading difficulty. Another factor in a child’s reading success is family
and community involvement. Being read to and having access to reading materials are
critical for children in developing reading skills.
Furthermore, Wright (2006) stated that there are two possibilities for why a
student may struggle: lack of skills and insufficient motivation. Much of the research
focuses on how educators can help increase students’ academic success by aiding them in
improving their skills and increasing their motivation.
Skills
According to Wright (2006), one reason that learners may struggle is that they
lack skills. They may lack skills due to a learning disability. However, not all learners
who struggle are diagnosed with a learning disability. Struggling learners with and
without learning disabilities can learn and strengthen their academic abilities with
sufficient support, strategies, and tools. Instead of looking at the student as the problem,
educators should adapt their teaching and differentiate instruction in order to meet the
needs of all students.
Teachers Role in Student Success
“Teachers are recognized as the single-most important within-school predictor of
student success” (Fitchett & Heafner, 2018, as cited in Curtis & Green, 2021, p. 108).
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Research shows that teachers play a role in the success of their students (Curtis & Green,
2021). The relationship between teacher and student matters. Engaging struggling
students in school requires positive relationships (DeBlois & Place, 2007). Teachers are
responsible for developing and maintaining nurturing, safe environments that promote
students’ desire to learn and achieve. Margolis and McCabe (2004) stated that teachers
who accomplish this are generally optimistic and enthusiastic. Additionally, they have
organized classrooms, encourage students to be organized, treat students respectfully,
show interest in students, encourage sharing, make expectations clear and realistic,
provide help, give frequent, immediate, task-specific feedback, and challenge rather than
frustrate students (p. 247). Teachers must also be well-equipped with strategies and
knowledge of how to teach their students, especially those who struggle.
Approaches to Student Success
Johnston (2008) and Wright (2006) suggested using Universal Design for
Learning (UDL) as an approach to teaching and learning. UDL is based on the idea that a
few accommodations can allow for a range of diverse learners to access material in
meaningful ways. The self-determined learning model of instruction (SDLMI) is another
approach to teaching and learning intended to help teachers teach students to teach
themselves (Wehmeyer et al., 2017). The goal is to engage students in their learning by
allowing for opportunities to self-direct and enhance their self-determination (Wehmeyer
et al., 2017). UDL and SDLMI instructional practices can be used with all learners.
However, there are also specific interventions intended for the most struggling learners to
improve their skills. Wright (2006) stated that schools should screen academic
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interventions to ensure that they have research validity. Specifically intended to target
foundational reading instruction, Rasinski (2017) suggested using the Fluency
Development Lesson (FDL), a fluency intervention that can be used with large groups of
elementary-aged students, or more intensively in a smaller group with students yet to
achieve proficiency in fluency (p. 522).
Strategies
In addition to specific programs that can be used to help struggling learners,
research identified strategies that have been shown to be effective. Graphic organizers,
building background knowledge, guided step-by-step scaffolding and instruction, and
chunking material into workable units are all ways in which to differentiate instruction
for students who struggle (Curtis & Green, 2021; DeBlois & Place, 2007; Wright, 2006).
Motivation
Lack of motivation is another reason that students may struggle academically.
Margolis and McCabe (2004) argued that increasing struggling learners’ self-efficacy,
their ability to believe that they can succeed, can increase their motivation regarding
academic tasks (p. 248). Margolis and McCabe (2004) cited research regarding the
concept of self-efficacy and its relation to struggling learners. They stated that learners
who have had many academic difficulties and failures will have low self-efficacy for
academics resulting in avoidance of tasks they view as difficult, less effort in said tasks,
less persistence when faced with difficulties, and less success academically (p. 244).
Conversely, research has shown that autonomous motivation is linked to the increase in
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children’s reading and achievement of reading skills (De Naeghel, Van Keer, &
Vanderlinde, 2014, as cited in Wehmeyer et al., 2017, p. 296).
Setting goals with students is another way to increase motivation. Margolis and
McCabe (2004) stated that the goals need to be personally important to the struggling
learners, short-term, specific, and achievable in order for them to have a positive effect.
Self-Efficacy and Level of Instruction
Increasing students’ self-efficacy has the potential to increase motivation and in
turn affect students’ academic performance positively (Margolis & McCabe, 2004). In
order to help students build self-efficacy, teachers need to give struggling learners work
at the proper level, provide choice and feedback, and monitor progress continually
(Margolis & McCabe, 2004). “To achieve success in reading, students need to experience
success in their reading” (Rasinski, 2017, p. 522). In order for students to feel successful,
they must be given work they can succeed at. According to Margolis and McCabe (2004),
students need to be given work that is moderately challenging, but achievable with
moderate effort. In addition to providing work at an appropriate level, teachers should
promote autonomy by giving students choice regarding reading materials, how to
structure their learning activities, and what to study (DeBlois & Place, 2007; Wehmeyer
et al., 2017; Wright, 2006). These autonomous strategies increase students’ motivation to
learn. Additionally, struggling learners need feedback that they are making progress
towards their goals. That means that teachers should be collecting data and monitoring
the progress of students in order to give them meaningful feedback to achieve their goals.
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Conclusion
Students who struggle in reading and writing in the early grades will likely
continue to struggle throughout their educational career (Wright, 2006, p. 35). That is
why it is imperative that educators focus on the individual needs of students. DeBlois and
Place (2007) argued that a one-size-all approach does not work. Each student is different,
and therefore, each student’s needs are different. Research tells us that teachers have a
significant impact on the success of their students (Curtis & Green, 2021). Teachers must
know their students in order to teach them well. That appears to be the first step in the
process of supporting struggling learners: discover who they are and what they need. The
research regarding struggling learners uncovered reasons for the struggle, as well as what
to do to address those needs. Motivation and lack of skills prevent learners from
achieving academic success. Therefore, instructional practices and strategies need to be
implemented tailored to the needs of struggling learners.
Academic Performance
Students are sent to school to receive academic instruction. All students will gain
information and knowledge throughout their educational careers. However, students’
academic performance may vary for a variety of reasons. Educational researchers have
studied the effects of classroom climate, teacher-student relationship, self-concept,
executive functioning, metacognition, interest, and mental health on students’ academic
performance (Dunn & Harris, 1998; Murphy et al., 2015; Raccanello et al., 2019;
Roebers et al., 2012; Rucinski et al., 2018; Viljaranta et al., 2014). The findings of these
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studies can be used to help inform educators how these variables impact the academic
performance of their students.
Classroom Climate and Teacher-Student Relationships
School-aged children spend a majority of their waking time at school, therefore,
researchers have sought to discover how classroom climate, as well as teacher-student
relationships, impact students’ academic performance (Dunn & Harris, 1998; Rucinski et
al., 2017). Rucinski et al. (2017) conducted a study to investigate how teacher-child
relationships and classroom climate affect academic development. They found that higher
teacher-reported conflict predicted lower ELA test scores. Additionally, their results
showed that classroom emotional support, or classroom climate, was mostly unrelated to
child outcomes (p. 1001). Dunn and Harris (1998) also studied the effects of climate on
academic performance. For purposes of their study, they defined climate as, “aspects of
the psychological, social, and physical environment of the school that impact behavior”
(p. 101). Similar to Rucinksi et al. (2017), Dunn and Harris (1998) found that climate
played a somewhat minor role in influencing achievement. These studies demonstrate
that a negative relationship between teacher and student has the potential to negatively
impact a student’s academic performance. The findings also suggest that teacher-student
relationships play a larger role in academic performance than classroom climate. Both
studies found that classroom climate does not significantly affect academic performance
(Dunn & Harris, 1998; Rucinksi et al., 2017). Rucinksi et al. (2017) stated that classroom
climate cannot compensate for poor teacher-child relationships. Therefore, they stress the
importance of teachers purposefully investing in each child in the classroom to ensure
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that all children know that their teacher cares about them, likes them, and can offer them
support (p. 1002).
Self-Concept of Ability
In addition to the relationships within the classroom, student-to-student and
teacher-to-student, students’ relationships with themselves, including what they believe
about themselves, has been studied to investigate its effect on academic performance.
Viljaranta et al.(2014) studied the relationship between interest, self-concept of ability,
and academic performance. Their results showed that reading and math performance
predicted students’ self-concept of ability in the future. They did not find evidence that
self-concept of ability or interest would predict math and reading performance. The
results suggest that students who perform well in both subjects have higher self-concept
of ability because of their success, which leads to higher interest. Roebers et al. (2012)
also researched the connection between self-concept of ability, which they refer to as
self-perceived competence, and academic performance. Researchers found that
self-perception of competence did not have significant effects on the academic
performance of early learners (Roebers et al., 2012, p. 167).
In addition to self-perceived competence, they researched the role that executive
functioning and metacognition play in elementary-aged students’ academic performance.
Executive functioning (EF) and metacognition were found to have statistical significance.
Both EF and metacognitive processes were found to be significantly related to childrens’
academic performances (Roebers et al., 2012, p. 166). EF encompasses “a variety of
self-regulatory processes including goal-directed intentional behavior, cognitive
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processes that allow flexibility, error detection, and conflict resolution” (Roebers, 2012,
p. 152). Roebers et al. (2012) defined metacognition as “referring to higher-order
self-reflective cognitive processes that may be used for regulating information
processing” (p.153). Both studies investigated the influence of self-concept on
elementary students’ academic performance (Roebers et al., 2012; Viljaranta et al., 2014).
Similarly, they discovered that self-concept of ability had little effect on the childrens’
academic performance. However, Viljaranta et al. (2014) found that conversely, academic
performance impacted students’ self-concept of ability. Because students’ academic
performance and the feedback they receive can have an effect on what they believe about
themselves as learners, which in turn impacts their task motivation. Viljaranta et al.
(2014) suggests providing all students with positive learning experiences and paying
attention to the encouragement and feedback given to learners at all levels of
performance (p. 752).
Mental Health
Academic performance is also related to mental health (Murphy et al., 2014, p.
245). Murphy et al. (2014) studied the effects of mental health on academic outcomes.
They found that mental health was a significant predictor of student performance in the
future. A longitudinal study was conducted, measuring students’ mental health between
first and third grade. The researchers determined that students whose mental health
improved between first and third grade made more progress academically than students
whose mental health stayed the same or worsened.
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Conversely, mental health risks in first grade were strongly related to poor
academic performance in first and third grade. Raccanello et al. (2018) also studied an
element of mental health, anxiety, and its relation to academic performance. Along with
anxiety, the researchers looked at other emotions such as enjoyment and boredom, and
their relationship to academic performance. They found that anxiety was negatively
related to academic performance in math and native language, while enjoyment was
positively related to academic performance only in math. The results of these studies
demonstrate that mental health can impact academic performance. Students who have
better mental health appear to have stronger academic performance. Poor mental health,
or the presence of anxiety, can negatively affect students’ performance academically
(Raccanello et al., 2018, p. 463). Murphy et al. (2014) concluded that school-based
mental health interventions have the potential to positively influence the academic
performance of students.
Conclusion
The research presented reveals factors that do and do not influence academic
performance. Teacher-student relationships both negatively and positively impact
academic performance. Surprisingly, classroom climate plays an insignificant role in
students’ academic performance. Researchers also studied the effects of self-concept on
academic performance (Roebers et al., 2012; Viljaranta et al., 2014). Rather than
self-concept impacting academic performance, academic performance influences
self-concept. Mental health and anxiety also have potential to impact academic
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performance. Better mental health is related to better academic performance, while
anxiety negatively impacts it.
Social-Emotional Learning
Social-emotional learning (SEL) is “the process by which children and adults
regulate emotions, set goals, demonstrate empathy, build healthy relationships, and make
constructive choices” (CASEL, 2019, as cited in Paolini, 2020, p. 125). SEL is an
essential component of education because it has shown to be related to academic
performance, as well as future success. Researchers Dusenbury and Weissberg (2017),
Paolini (2020), and Weissberg (2016) made the argument that SEL should be
incorporated in schools, homes, and communities. They also discussed the components of
SEL that should be taught, as well as how to teach them.
Benefits of SEL
Research has shown benefits of SEL such as positive social behaviors, fewer
conduct problems, less emotional distress, and improved grades and test scores
(Dusenbury & Weissberg, 2017). Students need to be able to regulate themselves, handle
their emotions appropriately, and relate to others (Carstarphen, 2018). Relationships are
the foundation of SEL. Carstarphen (2018) makes the point that navigating life well
requires successfully managing relationships, which can be done using SEL skills such as
picking up on social cues and regulating emotions in stressful situations. SEL skills can
be taught at school, but may be even more effective if partnered with at home and in the
community (Weissberg, 2016). Communication between families and the school is
essential as adults in all areas of a child’s life can support the development of SEL skills.
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Families can reinforce the SEL children do at school and participate in classroom or
school based activities (Dusenbury & Weissberg, 2017, p. 8).
School’s Responsibility to SEL
Although they can be learned anywhere, schools can play a large role in the
development of students’ SEL skills. An analysis of 213 studies showed that students
who received SEL programs performed better than students who did not (Dusenbury &
Weissberg, 2017, p. 5). Students spend a majority of their day at school, which makes it a
prime location for them to practice their SEL skills. There are five key competencies
associated with SEL: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship
skills, and responsible decision making (CASEL, 2013, as cited in Dusenbury &
Weissberg, 2017). Weissberg (2016) stated that promoting these skills in the classroom
involves teaching and modeling the skills, providing opportunities for students to practice
the skills, and giving students opportunities to use the skills in a variety of situations.
SEL Programs. One way these skills can be taught is in the context of a SEL
program. Paolini (2020) and Weissberg (2016) both stated that effective programs should
follow the acronym SAFE, which stands for Sequenced, Active, Focused, and Explicit.
There are many evidenced-based SEL programs that can be used in an elementary setting.
Dusenbury and Weissberg (2017) and Paolini (2020) both referenced Caring School
Community as an effective program. Using an SEL program is one way to teach students
SEL skills, but Dusenbury and Weissberg (2017) and Weissberg (2016) offered
alternative approaches. SEL instruction can be embedded into other curricular areas such
as language arts, social studies, science, or math (Dusenbury & Weissberg, 2017, p. 6).
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Additionally, classrooms and schools can follow structures, policies, and practices to
implement and support SEL. A positive school climate is one way in which schools can
create the conditions conducive for SEL. School leaders can develop school-wide
activities and policies promoting a positive school environment. All levels of support,
including counselors, social workers, and psychologists, can align their efforts with the
school and classrooms in order to reinforce SEL (Weissberg, 2016).
Conclusion
Research shows that SEL has positive effects on students in multiple areas of their
lives (Dusenbury & Weissberg, 2017; Paolini, 2020; Weissberg, 2016). It can improve
achievement, prosocial behaviors, attitudes, and reduce depression and stress. Instead of
being another thing to fit into the school day, SEL can be incorporated into the school and
classroom through interactions among students and adults, and within other subjects.
Parents, teachers, and school staff members can and should collaborate to help students
build their SEL skills because having these skills sets students up for success now and in
the future.
Learning Environment
According to Cantor and Gomperts (2020), children’s environments impact how
they learn and develop. Therefore, it is critical for educators to consider how the learning
environment is organized and feels. Researchers have discovered factors that contribute
to optimal, meaningful learning environments (Cantor & Gomperts, 2020; Janson &
King, 2006; Mitchener & Schmidt, 1998). Additionally, research has been done regarding
the organizational component of classrooms. Most elementary classrooms are organized
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by students of the same age. However, some schools have experimented with multi-age
environments, in which students are grouped together with students of different ages. The
rest of this section will explore the literature surrounding effective learning environments,
as well as the effects of multi-age learning environments on elementary-aged students.
Emotional Security
Mitchener and Schmidt (1998) made the argument that schools can be the most
important community for students, right after the family. Considering this, the school
environment must allow children to positively grow and develop. Cantor and Gomperts
(2020) and Janson and King (2006) discussed the importance of creating an emotionally
safe learning environment. An emotionally safe environment is characterized by strong,
positive relationships between teachers and students. Cantor and Gomperts (2020) stated
that relationships are the main component of the environment’s influence on students’
healthy development because they demonstrate to students that they are valued and help
them create and achieve goals (p. 16). Positive relationships between teachers and
students require affirmation, acceptance, and warmth. Recognizing the good, rather than
highlighting the bad is essential. This can be done by using language that is supportive,
affirming, and intentional. This does not mean that boundaries and limits do not exist.
Rather, clear and consistent limit-setting is needed. Providing guidance and support, as
well as choices, during times of difficult behavior, rather than using punitive measures,
allows students to feel emotionally secure.
Cantor and Gomperts (2020) promoted a learning environment that encourages
safety, belonging, and relationships. They stated that the environment is just one factor in
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the model for optimized whole-child development. Additionally, students need rich
instructional experiences, positive developmental relationships, integrated supports, and
intentional development of critical skills, mindsets, and habits (p. 14).
The research agrees that the teacher-student relationship is a critical factor in
creating a positive learning environment (Cantor & Gomperts, 2020; Janson & King,
2006; Michener & Schmidt, 1998). Students should feel a sense of emotional safety and
belonging, which can occur by participating in a trusting relationship with their teachers.
Multi-age Learning Environments
Prior to the nineteenth century, the American education system was characterized
by one-room schoolhouses, which consisted of students of various ages. During the
mid-nineteenth century, the education system shifted to the current graded,
curriculum-centered approach, due to the economic development and massive
immigration into the United States (Song et al., 2009). In the 1990s, the multi-age
program movement peaked due to the Kentucky Reform Act of 1990, in which the
multi-age philosophy was embraced. The idea behind it is a child-centered education, in
which students are taught in a cross-grade group as a whole class, with an emphasis on
individual progress through a developmentally appropriate curriculum (Song et al.,
2009). Unfortunately, the No Child Left Behind Act, which imposed grade-level
standards and testing requirements, has prompted some schools to discontinue their
multi-age programs (Song et al., 2009).
Research has discovered both benefits and obstacles of multi-age education. The
purpose behind multi-age education is to make the learner the center of the classroom
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(Krockover et al., 1999). In a multi-age classroom, children are able to develop and learn
at their own pace (Elder et al., 1996). All students receive developmentally appropriate
instruction. Rather than emphasizing grades, or pass/fail, students advance to the next
concept/skill level when they are ready. Not only does the multi-age classroom promote a
child-centered approach to learning, in which all students are working at their appropriate
level, but it has other benefits as well. Ong et al. (2000) stated that social skills can
improve and discipline problems are reduced in a multi-age classroom. Older students are
able to serve as role models, or mentors, to the younger students. There is more of an
emphasis on learning being social in the multiage model. Davis (1992) declared, “flexible
grouping is a key element in the nongraded classroom - at different times students work
by themselves, in pairs, and in large and small groups” (p. 3). Ong et al. (2000) described
the multi-age organization as small, heterogeneous, groups. Song et al. (2009)
recommended multi-age programming for students who are underserved or not successful
in a traditional classroom. They believe that multi-age classrooms should be smaller
learning communities or a school within a school. Another benefit to multi-age education
is that oftentimes teachers continue on with their students for more than one year. This is
helpful for teachers, students, and families as it creates a sense of continuity and builds a
connection and relationships. Teachers have a better sense of their students’ progress
when they have worked with them previously. In addition to students benefiting socially,
multi-age education has the potential to influence academic performance. Song et al.
(2009) mentioned a few studies in which the results are inconsistent. However,
Krockover et al. (2008) referenced 57 studies that compared multiage and graded
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classroom achievement levels and found that 91% of the studies found that nongraded or
multiage students did as well as or better than their graded counterparts. Ong et al. (2000)
conducted their own study to determine the student achievement of third graders in single
age and multiage classrooms. They found that multi-age students did better than single
age students in reading, writing, and mathematics.
Although there appear to be benefits of multi-age education, there are also
obstacles that may prevent the success of such programs. Implementing and operating the
program can be difficult. Gaustad (1995) stated that teachers must unlearn the traditional
instructional methods because multiage age instructional and organizational skills are
different. Krockover et al. (1999) declared that successful multiage classrooms require
teachers to shift their focus from the curriculum to the student. Therefore, teachers must
have proper, adequate training for multi-age classrooms to be successful. This requires
thoughtful planning and understanding. Administrators need to support teachers and help
them acquire the skills they need to teach in a multi-age environment. Parents also must
have an understanding of the multi-age classroom. Parental support is critical to the
success of a multi-age program. Gaustad (1995) and Davis (1992) recommended
introducing the program slowly. They suggested building knowledge and skills in one
area, and then gradually moving into other curriculum areas and adding additional
strategies.
Conclusion
It is critical to consider how the learning environment affects students. Research
has shown factors that contribute to a healthy learning environment such as emotional
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security and positive relationships. Additionally, the multi-age classroom can benefit
students if implemented correctly. This research is relevant to my research question: How
are struggling, elementary-aged students’ academic and social-emotional learning
impacted by a nontraditional, multi-age learning environment?, because I have a better
understanding of what I need to do as an educator to create a positive, optimal learning
environment, so that my students can benefit academically and social-emotionally.
Summary
Throughout this chapter, literature and research pertaining to struggling learners,
academic performance, social emotional learning, and learning environment has been
presented, explained, and synthesized to help readers gain a better understanding of the
components associated with the research question: How are struggling, elementary-aged
students’ academic and social-emotional learning impacted by a nontraditional, multiage
learning environment? Lack of motivation and skill are two reasons why students may
struggle. A positive teacher-student relationship is important for helping struggling
learners develop. Academic performance is impacted by several factors including
teacher-student relationship, self-concept, and mental health. Social-emotional learning is
another factor affecting academic performance. Social-emotional skills should be taught
in schools as they have many benefits not just in the present, but long term. Finally,
students benefit from a learning environment that is emotionally secure. Teachers need to
create a safe environment where students feel a sense of belonging. The multiage
classroom is one way to organize the learning environment. Students of different ages are
grouped together, and the learning is child-centered.
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The next chapter includes the methodology selected for this capstone
investigation, as well as why the specific method was chosen. Information will be
provided regarding the participants, setting of the case study, the procedure and data
collection methods, evidence of validity and reliability, as well as data analysis.
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CHAPTER THREE
Methods
This case study was designed to investigate how struggling, elementary-aged
students’ academic and social-emotional learning was impacted by a nontraditional,
multi-age learning environment. Song et al. (2009) stated that multi-age education should
be considered for any student that is underserved, or not succeeding in a traditional
setting. To best serve these students, multi-age classrooms should be a smaller learning
community, or a school within a school, with adequate support and leadership (p. 6). With
this in mind, I studied the effects of a smaller, multi-age learning community, within a
larger elementary school, on students’ academic and social-emotional learning.
This chapter focuses on the methods used in collecting data to investigate the
research question: How are struggling, elementary-aged students’ academic and socialemotional learning impacted by a nontraditional, multi-age learning environment? The
first section of this chapter describes the methodology chosen for this study as well as the
research evidence to support the selected method. The next section includes a description
of the setting and participants and how the participants were chosen and consent was
obtained. The third section gives details about the plan, including the procedures and
methods used to collect data. The fourth section explains how the data and information
collected will be analyzed and presented. Finally, the fifth and sixth sections identify the
ethical considerations for the case study and a summary of the major components of the
chapter, as well as a preview of chapter four.
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Case Study Design
Case study was the methodology employed for this particular study. Case study is
defined differently depending on the context in which it is used. However, the
commonality between definitions is, “a commitment to studying a situation or
phenomenon in its ‘real life’ context…” (Simons, 2009, p. 20). Further, Simons stated
that the purpose of a case study is to gain a deeper understanding of a particular topic, or
program for knowledge purposes, or to inform policy, professional practice, or
community action (p. 21). Using the definition and understanding the purposes of a case
study, along with reflection on the research question, led to the choice of methodology.
This study aimed to focus on a specific program, School within a School, in order to gain
insight into its effectiveness, so as to inform policy and professional practice.
Sources of Evidence
Six major sources are available to collect evidence in a case study: documents,
archival records, interviews, direct observation, participant-observation, and physical
artifacts (Yin, 2013). Yin argued that using multiple sources of evidence allows for the
findings of the case study to be more convincing and accurate (p. 120). For the purposes
of this case study, observation, rubrics, self-reflection, and assessments were the primary
data sources to measure academic and social-emotional learning.
Setting and Participants
The research was conducted in an elementary school in the northern suburbs of
the Twin Cities, Minnesota. The school is comprised of 580 students in grades
kindergarten through four. The case study occurred in a multi-age second through fourth
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grade classroom, with the pseudonym, School within a School. School within a School
consisted of 22 students and three teachers. Of the 22 students, 14 were boys and 8 were
girls. Seven students were second grade aged, 11 third grade aged, and four fourth grade
aged. Six of the students were identified as Special Education, and four were emergent
bilinguals. Fourteen students were White, three were Black, three were two or more
races, and two were Asian. All students had received at least one academic, or
social-emotional intervention during their elementary career and were selected for the
School within a School pilot because of substantial needs in the areas of academics, or
social-emotional skills.
Three teachers taught the School within a School pilot, myself included. The other
two educators each have over ten years of experience teaching in the elementary setting.
One educator has primarily taught Kindergarten, while the other has taught early
childhood, Kindergarten, first, and second grade. Both teachers have earned their
master’s degrees in the area of reading. They have a passion for teaching students through
their interests, building self-efficacy, and promoting a sense of community within the
classroom by targeting social-emotional learning.
Procedures and Data Collection
The goal of this case study was to determine how a nontraditional, multi-age
environment impacted second through fourth-grade students’ academic and
social-emotional learning. The focus of this case study was the School within a School
pilot program that my two colleagues and I taught during the 2021-2022 school year.
School within a School consisted of 22 students in grades two through four. Three
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different classroom spaces were used for instruction throughout the day. At different
points in the day, students were grouped together based on similar phonics and math
knowledge. When students were not learning phonics, or math in a small group with one
teacher, they were learning in a co-taught, whole group setting with three teachers.
Co-teaching allowed us to give extra support to our students with IEPs (Individualized
Education Plan). During this time we taught cross-curricularly by incorporating different
subjects and using project based learning.
The student-to-teacher ratio was smaller than in a traditional classroom, about 7:1,
as opposed to a typical 25:1. The program was designed to capitalize on this to meet the
various academic and social-emotional needs of our students. Small group instruction,
with a focus on student interests was the foundation. In this study, I wanted to discover
how small group and student interest-based instruction impacted motivation, which can
lead to growth academically and social-emotionally.
Data was collected during a nine-week period, in which there were few breaks
from school. This allowed for reliability and validity of the data. The data collected was
housed in students’ Learner Maps (see Appendix A). A Learner Map is a Google
Spreadsheet that follows students throughout their academic career in the district,
containing student goals and progress towards those goals.
Research has shown that setting goals with students can increase motivation.
Margolis and McCabe (2004) stated that the goals need to be personally important to the
struggling learners, short-term, specific, and achievable in order for them to have a
positive effect. This is the reasoning behind why this method of data collection was
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chosen. Students had the opportunity to set a goal that was achievable. Feedback was
provided, and progress was monitored throughout the nine week data collection period.
Academics
Beginning in early January through mid-March, a nine-week period with minimal
days off, data was collected to measure academic learning. Students set an academic goal
in the area of reading, or writing, with the help of their teachers, myself included. These
goals were set based on work samples and assessment data, related to academic
standards. For example, all second, third, and fourth graders should be able to write a
paragraph. Another example of a goal could be related to phonics. At each grade level,
students are required to have knowledge of phonics appropriate to their grade level. For
example, in third grade, students must be able to decode multisyllable words. The goal
was recorded in the student’s Learner Map, which is a Google Spreadsheet that
documents each student’s goals and progress throughout their K-12 career. The goal was
monitored by the student and teachers throughout the duration of the data collection
period. Students were given an assessment pertaining to their goal halfway through the
data collection period. Students then met with a teacher to discuss their progress towards
their goal based on the assessment, and update their progress on their Learner Map. At
the end of the nine week data collection period, any anecdotal notes on progress were
added to each student’s Learner Map. I then looked at each students’ Learner Maps to
determine if students’ academic goals were achieved.
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Social-Emotional
There are five components of SEL that students need to develop for school and
future success: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills,
and responsible decision making. For the purposes of this study, the focus was on
self-management. The teachers used rubrics created by the district to help set goals for
students in the area of self-management. The rubrics are broken down by grade level
bands, K-2 and 3-4 (see Appendix B). After goals were set, they were entered into
students’ Learner Maps, and students met with a teacher to discuss their goal including
what it meant and what they needed to do to achieve it.
Each week, students engaged in self-reflection. The self-reflection required
students to evaluate themselves on a rubric, and state if they met their goal, or not, and
how, or what they would do to meet their goal (see Appendix C). The results of each
student’s reflection was entered by the researcher into their Learner Map. Additionally,
teachers made notes regarding student progress towards their goal and recorded them in
the students’ Learner Map. At the end of the nine-week data collection period, I referred
to students’ Learner Maps to determine if students had met their goals in the area of SEL.
Data Analysis
After the data was collected, it was analyzed to look for patterns and themes
related to the research question. The academic data set and the SEL data set were looked
at and analyzed separately as the research question addresses the impact of the School
within a School program on both academics and SEL. Initially, I looked at whether
students had achieved their goals in the areas of academics and SEL. Quantitative and
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qualitative data from assessments was used to determine whether academic goals were
met.
Data was further analyzed in the area of SEL. Both students and teachers played a
role in determining if SEL goals were met. To determine if the goal was met, I looked at
the results of students’ final self-reflection from week 9 of data collection in their Learner
Maps. I also looked at the teacher comments from the end of the data collection period. I
then broke down the results into “met their goal according to teacher and student”, “met
their goal according to teacher”, “met their goal according to student”, and “did not meet
their goal”. The coding of the data in this way allowed me to look for patterns among the
data.
Student self-reflection comments and teacher comments were also analyzed to
look for patterns and themes among the data. These patterns and themes are addressed in
chapter 4.
Ethical Considerations
In order to protect the participants of this study, I followed the procedures of the
Hamline School of Education Human Subject Committee. First, I submitted an
application for the Human Subjects Research to the Hamline University Institutional
Review Board. Upon approval, I gained written consent to conduct the research from the
principal at my school, as well as the participants’ legal guardians due to the fact that all
participants were minors. I then began the research in January 2022. When presenting
data, students’ and teachers’ anonymity was maintained to protect their privacy.
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Summary
This chapter described the research paradigm and approach selected, with
evidence to support the selection. The setting and participants for the case study were
described as well. Additionally, the procedures that will be used for the case study and
how data will be collected and analyzed were discussed. Finally, ethical considerations
were described, including how to protect the rights and privacy of the teachers and
students involved. The next chapter will include the research results and analysis
regarding the effects of a non-traditional, multi-age learning environment on struggling
learners in grades two through four.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Results
A case study was conducted to investigate and answer the question, How are
struggling, elementary-aged students’ academic and social- emotional learning impacted
by a nontraditional, multi-age learning environment? The goal of the research was to
determine the effectiveness of a pilot program, School within a School, on second
through fourth grade students’ academic and social-emotional learning.
This chapter details the results of the case study data including an overview of the
participants and data collection procedures, the case study data and its relation to the
research question, and an analysis of the data collected, specifically themes and patterns
that emerged. The chapter will conclude with a preview of chapter five, which will reflect
on major learnings and the resulting implications for the future of education.
Overview of the Case Study
Participants in this study consisted of 22 students in grades two-four: 7 second
grade students, 11 third grade students, and 4 fourth grade students. Data was collected
over the course of a nine week period beginning in January 2022 and ending in
mid-March 2022. Data was collected in the areas of academic performance, specifically
reading and writing, and SEL, specifically self-direction, utilizing data collection
methods of observation, rubrics, self-reflection, and assessments. Each student, with the
help of teachers, set a goal in the areas of academics and SEL. These goals were tracked
and assessed throughout the duration of the data collection period. Data collected was
entered into each student’s Learner Map, a Google Spreadsheet that documents each
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student’s goals and progress throughout their K-12 career in the district. This allowed for
the organization of data, and a way to track student progress and establish if student goals
were met. The results of the data are separated into academics and SEL.
Academic Results
On week one of the data collection period, participants were assessed on specific
skills in the area of reading and/or writing. The specific skill areas in which students were
assessed were based on previous knowledge of each child’s academic abilities using
writing samples, and a reading curriculum. Participants with grade level decoding
abilities, those who did not need additional support in phonics and fluency, focused their
goal on writing. Starting at the beginning of the school year, each week, students
practiced their writing skills by writing about their weekends, or their “Weekend News”.
Based on these writing samples, we discovered that students needed instruction on how to
write a cohesive, detailed paragraph, including an introduction, three details, and a
conclusion. This was the basis for the selection of the writing goal.
Other students, who had not demonstrated grade level decoding and fluency were
given a pre-assessment in which they had to spell words with the same pattern, and read a
text with words that followed that pattern. This helped us to determine their ability to
encode and decode words, and allowed us to establish a starting place within the
Fundations curriculum.
The results of the assessments were recorded in each student’s Learner Map, a
Google Spreadsheet that documents each student’s goals and progress throughout their
K-12 career in the district, and goals were set. Goals included:
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● I can tap & blend real and nonsense CVC words with 80% accuracy
● I can fluently read a book with glued/welded sounds
●

I can read and write multisyllabic words with accuracy

●

I can write an informative paragraph with a topic sentence, three details, and a
concluding sentence.

● I can fluently read and write words with glued/welded sounds with 80% accuracy.
Each student then met with a teacher to discuss their goal.
Over the course of the nine-week data collection period, students were formally
assessed on their goals, and the results were recorded in their Learner Maps. At the end of
the data collection period, Learner Maps were updated again by myself and cooperating
teachers, with anecdotal notes on progress, as well as numerical data, and goals were
marked as met, or unmet. Of the 22 participants, 6 students (27.2%) met their individual
academic goal, and 16 (72.7%) did not meet their individual academic goal. A further
breakdown of the data regarding students who met their academic goal can be seen in the
table below.
Table 1
Students who met their academic goals.
Number of Students

Goal Met

3

I can read and write multisyllabic words
with accuracy.

2

I can write an informative paragraph with
a topic sentence, three details, and a
concluding sentence.

1

I can fluently read and write words with
glued/welded sounds with 80% accuracy.
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An analysis of the data revealed some common themes and patterns. First,
although only 27.2% of students met their goal, all students did make progress towards
their goal. All students showed an improvement from the beginning of the data collection
period to the end. This conclusion is based on the assessment notes recorded in each
student’s Learner Map. Some data was quantitative in nature, while other data was
qualitative. For example, students with the goal, I can read and write multisyllabic words
with accuracy, took a pre-assessment and post-assessment in which they were asked to
write 9 multisyllabic words, in and out of context. Therefore, in their Learner Map, it was
recorded how many words out of 9, students spelled correctly. The goal, I can write an
informative paragraph with a topic sentence, three details, and a concluding sentence,
was measured qualitatively. Students were either able to perform this task independently
or still needed support and scaffolding.
Another factor to consider when looking at the data is the goals themselves. Some
goals were achievable in the short term, while others require more time to achieve. The
goal of reading and writing multisyllabic words with accuracy focuses on a specific set of
words, while the ability to write a cohesive paragraph requires many skills such as the
ability to write a topic sentence, gather accurate information, use transition words, and
write a concluding sentence. Of the 22 participants, 3 out of 8 students with the goal, I
can read and write multisyllabic words with accuracy met their goal; 2 out of 7 students
with the goal, I can write an informative paragraph with a topic sentence, three details,
and a concluding sentence, met their goal; 1 out of 2 students with the goal, I can fluently
read and write words with glued/welded sounds with 80% accuracy, met their goal. None
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of the students with the goal of I can fluently read a book with glued/welded sounds, and
I can tap & blend real and nonsense CVC words with 80% accuracy, met their goal. It is
important to consider both the student and the goal itself in relation to the results.
Individual student factors, as well as the requirement to meet each goal, may have played
a role in whether or not the student met their goal.
The next section will discuss the results and analysis of the SEL data collected.
Social-Emotional Results
During the first week of data collection, I used a rubric created by the district,
related to self-direction, to set goals for students. One rubric was used for students in
grades K-2, and another for grades 3-4. Within the area of self-direction are four
sub-criteria, including regulation, awareness, navigation, and planning and organization.
After goals were set, they were entered into each student’s Learner Map. I then met with
each student to explain and clarify their SEL goal. The goals set for students are listed in
Table 2.
Table 2
SEL goals using Self-Direction rubric.
Grade Level

Goal

Number of Students

2

I can identify how I am
feeling and use tools to
express that.

1

2

I know how to stop one
activity and start another.

1

2

I know ways to calm my
body and help get myself
ready to learn.

1
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2

I can use whole body
listening.

4

3&4

I can keep my materials
organized and access them
independently.

1

3&4

I can monitor and regulate 5
impulses that do not
ultimately serve me and my
community well.

3&4

I am able to reflect on how
my behaviors impact
myself and others.

2

3&4

I can identify how I am
feeling and use tools to
express that.

1

3&4

I can track my progress.

3

3&4

I know my next step to get
to my goal or my group’s
goal.

1

3&4

I express what I need and
want in healthy ways and
am curious about why I
need and want particular
things.

2

Beginning in week 2, students completed a weekly self-reflection related to their
SEL goal. Students completed the self-reflection on their iPads using a platform called
Seesaw, a learning journal. The self-reflection required students to use the self-direction
rubric to state if they met their goal, “I can do it on my own,”, could do it with some help,
“I’m working on it,” or had never heard of, or tried their goal, “I’m just learning about
it”. After completing the rubric, students had to state if they met their goal, or not. If they
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stated they met their goal, they were asked what they did to meet their goal. If they did
not meet their goal, they were asked what they would do to make progress to help meet
their goal. After submitting the weekly reflection, I recorded the results of students’
self-reflection in their Learner Maps. Additionally, comments were added regarding
teacher observations related to their goals.
At the end of the data collection period, teacher observation notes and student
reflection comments were analyzed to determine how many students met their goals, as
well as any themes and patterns that emerged. The results were broken down into the
following categories: number of students who met their goal according to teacher and
student, number of students who met their goal according to teacher, number of students
who met their goal according to student, and number of students who did not meet their
goal. The results are shown in the table below:
Table 3
SEL goal results related to Self-Direction
Participants

Met Goal
(Teacher &
Student)

Met Goal
(Teacher)

Met Goal
(Student)

Did Not Meet
Goal

22

5

2

5

10

According to either teacher, student, or both, 12 of the 22 participants met their SEL goal,
or 54.5% of students, while 10 of the 22 participants did not meet their SEL goal, or
45.4% of students. However, of the 12 participants that met their goal, 5 demonstrated
agreement among both the participant and teacher, or 22.7% of the total participants.
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Student self-reflections from week 2-9 were analyzed to look for any patterns and
themes, and several emerged. At the beginning of the data collection period, some
students had difficulty completing the self-reflection accurately. For example, some parts
were not filled out, or students were unable to reflect honestly on their progress.
However, over time, students were more accurately able to complete the self-reflection
and reflect honestly on their progress.
The ability for students to be able to honestly reflect on their progress improved
over the course of the data collection period. In common with this theme, the results
show that 15 of the 22 participants, or 68.1% agreed with teachers regarding whether they
met their goal or not. This was determined by looking at the students’ final
self-reflections in week 9, and the teacher observation notes in the students’ Learner
Maps. Similar to the academic results, most students made progress towards their SEL
goal.
Another theme that emerged was that most students, 13 of the 22, reported that
they were able to perform their goal with the help of a teacher, or others. This was one of
the three categories on the self-direction rubric. The other two choices were that I can
perform the goal independently, or that I have never heard, or tried it. This honest
reflection on the part of the participants is in agreement with what I noticed and noted in
students’ Learner Maps. Most students still need reminders, or additional support in order
to achieve their goal.
As further evidence to support these themes that emerged from the data, I can
compare the self-reflections and teacher comments for two students. One of the students
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had difficulty completing the self-reflection and self-reflecting honestly, while the other
was able to complete the self-reflection accurately and honestly. Figures 1 and 2
demonstrate Student A’s lack of understanding regarding how to complete the
self-reflection. On the rubric shown in Figure 1, he stated that he had never tried it, or he
is not sure what it means, but in Figure 2, he stated that he has met his goal.
Figure 1
Week 2 Student A self-direction rubric

Figure 2
Week 2 Student A self-reflection on self-direction goal

Student B’s self-reflection demonstrates understanding as what he circled on the rubric in
Figure 3, aligns with his answer shown in Figure 4. He stated that he is able to do this
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with some help, meaning that he cannot perform his goal independently, and therefore he
has not met his goal yet.
Figure 3
Week 2 Student B self-direction rubric

Figure 4
Week 2 Student B self-reflection on self-direction goal

On a later self-reflection, Student A circled that he was able to perform his goal
with some help, as seen in Figure 5. This aligned with his response in Figure 6, in which
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he stated that he had not met his goal. When asked what he will do to make progress
towards his goal, he stated that he, “did not talk to people that much.” His explanation
was hard to hear, but his explanation leads me to believe that he was trying to explain
how he met his goal. It is unclear if he understood how to accurately complete the
self-reflection.
Figure 5
Week 5 Student A self-direction rubric

Figure 6
Week 5 Student A self-reflection on self-direction goal

Student B’s responses aligned with one another. On the rubric, in Figure 7,
Student B responds that he is able to do it with some help. His response shown in Figure
8, that he has not met his goal, agrees with his response on the rubric. He is unable to
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perform his goal independently, yet. When asked what he will do to make progress
towards his goal, he remarks that he will, “listen to the teachers”. This response
demonstrates that he understands how to make progress towards his goal.
Figure 7
Week 5 Student B self-direction rubric

Figure 8
Week 5 Student B self-reflection on self-direction goal

On the final two reflections, Student A showed better understanding when
completing the self-reflection. In week 8, Student A stated that he was able to perform his
goal with help, as shown in Figure 9. He also circled that he had not met his goal, which
is in agreement with his response on the rubric. His explanation of how he will make
progress towards his goal was recorded in Seesaw, “it’s the good one”. This response
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demonstrates a lack of understanding regarding the question, “What will you do to make
progress to meet your goal?” His response does not give specific examples of how he will
work to achieve his SEL goal.
Figure 9
Week 8 Student A self-direction rubric

Figure 10
Week 8 Student A self-reflection on self-direction goal

In week 9, Student A circled, “I know ways to calm my body and help get myself
ready to learn,” on the rubric in Figure 11. He also circled that he met his goal, shown in
Figure 12, but provided no explanation as to how he met his goal.
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Figure 11
Week 9 Student A self-direction rubric

Figure 12
Week 9 Student A self-reflection on self-direction goal

Teacher notes within Student A’s Learner Map at the time of the final reflection
state, “Often. He uses his ‘What I Need’ chart. Still working on being able to control
noises.” The ‘What I Need’ chart is a single page chart that provides Student A with
choice regarding activities that he can do to help himself get ready for learning such as,
go for a walk, eat a snack, and use the bathroom. Student A reported meeting his goal,
while the teacher reported that he often performs his goal, but is unable to perform it
consistently. Therefore, the student and teacher were not in agreement. Over the course of
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the data collection period, Student A was able to complete the self-reflection. However,
he still lacked understanding when responding to the questions, “What did you do to meet
your goal?” and “What will you do to make progress to meet your goal?”
In weeks 8 and 9, Student B showed understanding of how to complete the
self-reflection by completing it accurately. He was able to produce an explanation of how
he would make progress to meet his goal that related to his goal. In week 8, he stated that
in order to meet his goal he needed to, “be less crazy”. In week 9, he wrote that he needed
to “be calm and do a circuit”. Figures 13 and 14 show his responses in week 8, while
Figures 15 and 16 show his responses in week 9.
Figure 13
Week 8 Student B self-direction rubric

Figure 14
Week 8 Student B self-reflection on self-direction goal
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Figure 15
Week 9 Student B self-direction rubric

Figure 16
Week 9 Student B self-reflection on self-direction goal

Student B consistently stated that he was able to perform his goal with help. In his
final reflection, shown in Figures 15 and 16, he stated that he had not met his goal.
However, teacher notes in his Learner Map stated, “Yes. Still discovering appropriate
times to be silly”. This indicates that according to the teacher, Student B met his goal.
Work samples from Students A and B provide evidence to support the themes
discovered through the data analysis process. For example, Student A was able to better
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understand the self-reflection process over the course of the nine weeks, and reflect
honestly on his progress. Student B reflected that he needed help from teachers, or others
to achieve his goal. This was a common theme among 13 of the 22 participants.
Summary
This chapter reviewed and analyzed the results of the data collected in relation to
the research question, How are struggling, elementary-aged students’ academic and
social- emotional learning impacted by a nontraditional, multi-age learning
environment? The literature reviewed in chapter two stated that one reason learners
struggle is due to lack of motivation. A way to increase motivation is to set goals with
students. This knowledge of the literature prompted my choice regarding methodology,
with the hope of increasing students’ motivation to advance their skills academically and
social-emotionally. The results showed that 27.2% of students met their academic goal,
while 54.5% of students met their SEL goal. All students made progress towards their
goals, even if they did not achieve them yet. The type of goal and whether it was
achievable in the long or short term, as well as individual student factors may have
impacted the outcomes of this case study. Additionally, students were able to improve
their self-reflection skills over time. The ability to self-reflect falls under the realm of
self-awareness, which is a component of SEL. Therefore, completing self-reflections
weekly helped students improve their self-awareness.
In the next and final chapter, I reflect on learnings related to the research question,
How are struggling, elementary-aged students’ academic and social-emotional learning
impacted by a nontraditional, multi-age learning environment? I will revisit the literature
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reviewed in chapter 2 and any connections or disconnections to the data, as well as
limitations and implications from the study, and further research opportunities related to
the topic.
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CHAPTER FIVE
Conclusion
The public education system began in the 19th century with the goal of preparing
people for jobs and citizenship, unifying a diverse population, and promoting equity
(Ferguson et al., 2020). Initially, not all students had access to education. While this is not
the case today, some may argue that not all students receive a high quality education
(Ferguson et al., 2020). In my experience as an educator, I have seen students who have
not received the type of education and support they need to succeed, which gave me the
motivation to pilot a new program with the hope of meeting the needs of struggling
learners. My research question, How are struggling, elementary-aged students’ academic
and social-emotional learning impacted by a nontraditional, multi-age learning
environment?, aimed to study the effectiveness of the program.
In the final chapter, I share the major learnings that resulted from my research,
revisit the literature review and how it relates to my findings, include limitations of the
research, implications and areas for further research on the topic, and how I will go about
communicating the results of the case study research.
Major Learnings
The aim of the School within a School program was to accelerate students’
academic and Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) by creating a nontraditional, multi-age
learning environment. Therefore, it was important to investigate students’ academic and
SEL growth for a significant amount of time. Throughout the course of this school year,
as well as during the nine-week data collection period, I was able to learn and reflect on
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the effectiveness of the program. What I learned falls into the categories of academic,
SEL, and both.
Academic
To revisit the results from chapter 4, academically, 6 out of 22 participants
achieved their goal, while 16 of the 22 participants did not achieve their goal. I was
surprised by this outcome. I had assumed, prior to conducting the study, that more than 6
students would achieve their academic goal. From my perspective, this is a dismal
outcome. Twenty-seven point two percent of students met their goal, while 72.7% did
not. However, these numbers alone do give a complete overview of the results. It is
important to consider the observational notes, which include monitoring of participants’
progress over time. The notes reveal that although not all students met their academic
goal, they did make progress towards their goal. Learners make growth at different rates,
and goals also take differing amounts of time to achieve, depending on the learner.
Therefore, this case study has demonstrated the importance of a child-centered approach
to learning by helping students set individual goals, and selecting the right goals for
students, ones that are achievable and motivate students is essential.
Social Emotional Learning
A major component of the SEL data collection was participants’ weekly
self-reflections. I was able to see the progression of students’ self-reflections over the
duration of the data collection period, nine weeks. Initially, some students struggled to
honestly reflect on whether they had met their goal, or not. However, by the end of the
nine-week period, 15 out of 22 participants were able to self-reflect in agreement with the
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researcher’s assessment of their progress towards their goal. Meaning that 68.2% of
participants could accurately self-reflect. These students are able to demonstrate a
component of SEL, self-awareness, by honestly self-reflecting on their progress towards
their goals. It is important to highlight this analysis because a primary goal of this
research was to determine how the School within a School program affected students’
SEL. Although only 5 out of 22 participants met their SEL goal in the area of
self-direction, a seemingly unintended result of the study was the development of
students’ self-awareness by accurately reporting on their progress.
Additionally, similar to the academic data findings, was the fact that most, 19 of
the 22 students made progress towards their goal. Over the course of the nine-week
period, participants were able to gain a better understanding of their goal, practice and
talk about it. They gained an understanding of specific vocabulary, such as ‘impulse’, and
demonstrated progress over time. Therefore, it is important to celebrate progress made by
students, and allow them time to further practice and accomplish their SEL goal.
Need for Explicit Instruction
Throughout the duration of the nine-week data collection period, I realized that
participants needed explicit instruction related to self-reflecting and their individual SEL
goals. When filling out the self-reflection related to their SEL goal, many students
vaguely responded to the questions, “What did you do to meet your goal?” and “What
will you do to make progress to meet your goal?”. Examples of responses were: listen,
practice, and try my best. These responses lack detail and specificity. Additional
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instruction regarding how to thoroughly self-reflect and communicate progress would
have been helpful for students to further develop the skill of self-awareness.
Additionally, students would have benefitted from having direct instruction
related to their SEL goal. A few students stated they did not know what their goal meant,
and others were unable to articulate what their goal meant, or looked like. Some goals
were modeled and practiced as a part of classroom expectations, more heavily than
others, while some goals were new to students. Modeling and allowing for students to
practice specific skills related to their SEL goals could have made an impact on whether
or not students understood and met their goals.
In the next section, I discuss how the literature review guided the research process
and connections I was able to make between the literature and my research.
Revisiting the Literature Review
Prior to conducting research, I investigated the following areas related to my
research question: struggling learners, academic performance, SEL, and learning
environment. I wanted to gain a better understanding from the existing literature as to
what struggling learners need to be successful and how to help them succeed, what
factors affect academic performance, the impact of SEL on students’ overall academic
and mental health, and how multi-age learning environments affect students’ academic
growth and SEL.
Struggling Learners
I was able to use the existing research on struggling learners as the foundation for
my data collection methods. Wright (2006) stated that there are two possibilities for why
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a student may struggle: lack of skills and insufficient motivation. I was aware that the
participants lacked skills, the reason they were placed in the School within a School
program. I believed that our program would address this lack of skills. To address
motivation, I decided to set goals for students. Margolis and McCabe (2004) stated that
setting goals with students is another way to increase motivation. Goals need to be
personally important to the struggling learners, short-term, specific, and achievable in
order for them to have a positive effect. I discovered the importance of involving students
in the goal setting process as it gives students ownership in the learning process. All goals
were achievable and specific, but the results demonstrated that not all goals were
short-term. Therefore, the results may have been different if all goals were short-term,
allowing for students to achieve them in nine weeks.
Building self-efficacy in students was another component to academic
performance that was discussed in the literature. In order to help students build
self-efficacy, teachers need to give struggling learners work at the proper level, provide
choice and feedback, and monitor progress continually (Margolis & McCabe, 2004).
Students were taught in small groups according to their reading skill level, they were
given feedback and progress was monitored throughout the duration of the nine-week
data collection period. I did notice students experiencing success and feeling confident in
their reading and writing abilities. Therefore, the data confirms the literature.
Social-Emotional Learning
The literature helped to define SEL. There are five key competencies associated
with SEL: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and
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responsible decision making (CASEL, 2013, as cited in Dusenbury & Weissberg, 2017). I
then used this information to establish goal areas for students. I noticed that most of my
students would benefit from instruction in the area of self-management. I was able to find
a rubric through my district, broken down by grade band, that contained goals in the area
of self-management. The rubric was student-friendly, and the basis for the weekly SEL
self-reflections.
The literature confirms the importance of SEL, which was a focus for the
formulation of the School within a School program. Research has shown benefits of SEL
such as positive social behaviors, fewer conduct problems, less emotional distress, and
improved grades and test scores (Dusenbury & Weissberg, 2017). This points to a
connection between SEL and academic performance. SEL has the potential to improve
grades and test scores. This understanding contributed to the partnership of academic
performance and SEL in the research question.
Weissberg (2016) stated that promoting these skills in the classroom involves
teaching and modeling the skills, providing opportunities for students to practice the
skills, and giving students opportunities to use the skills in a variety of situations. This
connects to a major learning I had. Students need explicit instruction and practice
regarding SEL goals. Some students did not demonstrate an understanding of their goals.
With more teaching, modeling, practice, and opportunities to use these skills, more
students may have met their SEL goal.
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Multi-Age Learning Environment
The research regarding multi-age learning environments supported the need for
the School within a School pilot program. Song et al. (2009) recommended multiage
programming for students who are underserved or not successful in a traditional
classroom. Students who had not been successful academically and/or socially in a
traditional setting were the target audience for the School within a School program.
Furthermore, they believe that multiage classrooms should be smaller learning
communities or a school within a school. Another benefit to multiage education is that
oftentimes teachers continue on with their students for more than one year. This is helpful
for teachers, students, and families as it creates a sense of continuity and builds a
connection and relationships. Teachers have a better sense of their students’ progress
when they have worked with them previously. This research helped lay the foundation for
our program as we began the school year. The research also highlighted some obstacles to
implementing a successful multi-age program, which became a reality. Implementing and
operating the program can be difficult. Gaustad (1995) stated that teachers must unlearn
the traditional instructional methods because multiage age instructional and
organizational skills are different. Krockover et al. (2008) declared that successful
multiage classrooms require teachers to shift their focus from the curriculum to the
student. Therefore, teachers must have proper, adequate training for multi-age classrooms
to be successful. This requires thoughtful planning and understanding. Unfortunately,
when this program launched, there was not adequate training regarding how to teach
multi-age.
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In the next section, I recognize and reflect on the potential limitations of my
research study and how they may have impacted the findings.
Limitations of Research
Due to the human nature of this research, some limitations arose throughout the
process. Three major limitations that may have affected students’ progress towards their
goals were absences, days off, and scheduling limitations. The data collection period
occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic, which affected students’ attendance at school.
When students were not at school, they were not engaged in learning experiences that
promoted growth towards their SEL and academic goals. Absences were an
uncontrollable part of the research design.
Another limitation that may have affected the results of this study were the missed
instruction time due to days off, or scheduling limitations. Over the course of the data
collection period, students were off from school 4 days, and 1 day missed instruction due
to a field trip. Some days, we were unable to teach our reading and writing small groups
due to various reasons. One reason was due to the fact that one teacher was out for a 5
day period with COVID-19, which meant that some students were unable to receive
instruction. Other days, due to scheduling and limitation of time in the day to cover all
subject areas, we did not teach reading and writing small groups.
Students’ lack of independence was a limitation for both the implementation of
the program, as well as the case study research. Our intention for the program was to
build students’ independent skills, to be self-directed learners, with an emphasis on
student-led, project-based learning. We discovered that many students lacked the ability

67
to work independently on tasks. We intended to dedicate an hour each day to teaching
students in small groups related to their academic goals. However, because of students’
lack of independence and stamina, we were unable to dedicate that much time to small
group instruction. We also realized that due to the high SEL needs among our students,
we had to dedicate more time to SEL, and teaching social and school skills than we had
anticipated. This led to less academic instructional time.
The last limitation of the research was that not all goals were achievable in the
nine week data collection period. Some goals take longer to achieve than others
depending on the learner and the complexity of the goal.
Reflecting on the results of the case study research, the major learnings, and
limitations leads to implications and ideas for future research.
Implications and Future Research
The results of this case study research, as well as the analysis of data, have led to
some implications and recommendations for future research related to this topic. First,
this program appeared to have addressed SEL more effectively than academic needs.
Students needed to have SEL needs met before they were able to focus on academics.
Therefore, SEL and regulation are critical components to academic success and growth.
In other words, SEL and academics are related. SEL needs to be explicitly taught to
students at school and at home.
I realized that students showed more growth when they were reminded of their
goal frequently through weekly self-reflections. Students need to be reflecting on their
goals on a regular basis, and taught about the importance of self-reflection as a way to
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develop self-awareness and accomplish goals. Checking in with students on their
progress related to their goals is another important practice. Students need to be aware of
where they are at and where they need to be. This instills ownership of learning, which
allows for students to develop self-direction, and hopefully leads to independence.
The case study research brought about questions that could be addressed through
further research. I wonder about the impact of daily SEL on regulation and academics.
Additionally, it would be necessary to address the benefits of SEL when school and home
partner together. If there is a partnership between home and school, the impact that
parental involvement has on students’ SEL and academic growth. I would also like to
further investigate the grouping of students, and how that affects students’ SEL and
academic needs. Lastly, it would be beneficial to research the role that attention plays in a
student’s academic and SEL success. All of these questions related in some way to the
research conducted and would be valuable to explore further in order to have a clearer
picture of how to meet the unique needs of all students.
Communicating the Results
Upon the completion of this capstone, I believe it is essential to publish and share
with parties that will benefit from this information. First and foremost, it is imperative
that this capstone be shared with those who will be making a decision on the direction of
this program in the future. Stakeholders in this process include my colleagues, our
principal, academic coach, and dean. This information will guide conversations about
what worked about the program and what needs to be altered, or improved.
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This capstone will also be archived in the Hamline University Digital Commons,
which houses other students’ Capstones and Dissertations. It is valuable for other
educators, administrators, and those involved in making educational decisions to be
aware of different educational models and their benefits and drawbacks.
Final Summary
I began this Capstone journey to investigate the effectiveness of the program I
piloted with my two colleagues during the 2021-2022 school year. My research question,
How are struggling, elementary-aged students’ academic and social-emotional learning
impacted by a nontraditional, multi-age learning environment?, was intended to evaluate
if the intentions of the program, to promote academic and SEL growth, were the reality. I
learned many lessons along the way. The literature review highlighted the importance of
the teacher in the success of students. Multi-age learning environments allow for students
to continue on with a teacher for more than one year. This allows for students and
teachers to develop a deeper relationship, and for teachers to better understand their
learners’ needs. This was a benefit of our program. Each of the three teachers had a prior
relationship with most of the students.
In addition to the importance of the teacher, is the role that SEL plays in the
overall success of students. SEL was something that all of our students needed, and we
spent adequate time addressing these needs. At times, students were not in a place to
learn academically, and therefore, SEL took precedence over academics.
I have a deeper understanding of the relationship between SEL and academics and
see the importance of spending time teaching SEL, especially for students who are
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unregulated, or with limited skills in the area of SEL. When I think back to the rationale
and importance of this topic, I stated in chapter one that I believe that schools must begin
to look at each individual child and create a learning experience to meet their needs. I
believe that the School within a School program was able to address students’ needs by
personalizing learning in the areas of SEL and academics. I believe there is always work
to be done and room for improvement, but each individual child was recognized for who
they are, including their unique skills, interests, talents, and strengths. Each child was
seen and loved.
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Appendix A
Sample Student Learner Map
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Appendix B
K-2 Self-Direction rubric

3-4 Self-Direction rubric
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Appendix C
Student self-reflection template

